Research on African slavery covers a variety of situations and contexts that show both parallels and divergences due to local historical trajectories. In relation to the role of slavery, the slave trade and its abolition in the historical experience of African individuals and communities, oral sources can provide insight into the lives of African slaves, slavers and their contemporary descendants. These materials were important in the 1960s and early 1970s, when research on African slavery started, and they remain so today thanks to the growing activism of slave
descendants, 2 and the interest of historians, archeologists, cultural institutions and tourists in the heritage and the living traces of Africa's slave-dealing and slaveholding past. 3 However, while the place of oral sources in the study of the African past has been discussed at length, 4 its contribution to African slavery studies has not so far been adequately studied. It is time to make a first attempt. This is a challenging task because the methodology of oral history has expanded enormously within African studies and elsewhere. The survival of older perspectives beside the development of new ones has generated a bewildering abundance of advice that may feel intimidating. Some of the following basic principles need to be kept in mind. First, we must always use oral sources in association with other documentary materials to maintain standards of validity and reliability. 5 Second, we must remember that these materials are the result of social interactions, and that their content adapts to overall relations of power and to the micro-politics of people's daily lives.
Beginners in African history usually learn the original distinction of Jan Vansina between oral traditions and personal reminiscences. The former are "testimonies that narrate an event which has not been witnessed by the informant himself, but which he has learnt about through hearsay," 6 while personal reminiscences consist of what people remember about the past because that past was part of their lives.
Conscious of the hostility of conservative historians, who rejected the historical significance of oral sources precisely because of their variability, Vansina and scholars like David Henige insisted that oral traditions were a communal form of intellectual property shared and transmitted across generations with stability of content and style. Personal reminiscences, on the other hand, were less reliable. This distinction blurred in the mid-1980s and 1990s. Carolyn Hamilton showed that as ways of talking about the precolonial past, oral traditions offer a blueprint to discuss "more recent events, and viceversa." 7 David W. Cohen and Elisabeth Tonkin urged us to question the processes through which African societies build and circulate knowledge of 5 M. Diawara, "The Osmosis of the Gazes: Anthropologists and Historians through the Prism of Field Work," in P. S. Landau ed. , The Power of Doubt: Essays in Honor of David Henige Madison, 2011 , 62. 6 Vansina, Oral Tradition, 20. 7 D. Cohen, S. Miescher and L. White, "Introduction" in L. White, S. F. Miescher and D. W.Cohen eds. , African Words, African Voices: Critical Practices in Oral History Bloomington, 2001 , 16; C. Hamilton, "Ideology and Oral Traditions," History in Africa 14 1987 , 68. pastness, rather than policing the boundary between "objective" oral traditions and "subjective" personal reminiscences. 8 It was a period of change for African oral history under the cumulative impact of postmodern approaches, feminist scholarship and the historiography of Subaltern Studies. 9 Discussions were shifting from the textual analysis of oral traditions typical of previous generations of scholars to an appreciation of social memory (broadly speaking the plural discursive and not-discursive ways through which society links its past with its present and future) as both an historical source and an object of historical investigation. Issues of performance 8 E. Tonkin, "Investigating Oral Tradition," Journal of African History 27:2 1986 , 203-213, D. W. Cohen, "The Undefining of Oral Tradition," Ethnohistory, 36:1 1989 , 9-18 ; E. Tonkin, Narrating Our Past: The Social Construction of Oral History Cambridge, 1992 ; L. White, S. F. Miescher and D. W.Cohen eds. , African Words, African Voices: Critical Practices in Oral History Bloomington, 2001 , C. Hamilton, Refiguring the Archive Springer, 2002 . Vansina bitterly criticized some of these developments even though they were based on his idea that oral traditions and oral sources in general were to be approached as cultural and social artifacts, whose objective was not necessarily that of historical documentation: J. Vansina, "Some Perceptions in the Writing of African History: 1948-1992," Itinerario 16: 1 1995 , 77-91. On the specificity of oral history: A. Portelli, "What Makes Oral History Different," in R. Perks and A. Thompson eds. , The Oral History Reader New York, 1998 , 72;  M. Frisch, A Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public History Albany, 1990 . P. Thompson, The Voice of the Past: Oral History, 3 rd edition Oxford, 2000 ; A. Thomson, "Four Paradigm Transformations in Oral History," Oral History Review 34:1 2007 , 49-70. 9 Postmodernism fed a critical and reflexive attitude. Feminist scholarship showed the importance of oral sources for gaining access to women's past social life, and opened up a discussion on doing research with marginalized groups: D. W. Cohen, "Doing Social History from Pim's Doorway," in O. Zunz, C. Tilly, D. W. Cohen, W. B. Taylor and W. T. Rowe eds. , Reliving the Past: The Worlds of Social History Chapel Hill, 1985 , 191-232;  S. Geiger, "Women's Life Histories: Method and Content," Signs 11: 2 1986 , 334-351; N. R. Hunt, "Placing African Women's History and Locating Gender," Social History 14:3 1989 , 359-379; S. Geiger, "What's So Feminist about Women's Oral History?," Journal of Women's History 2:1 1990 , 169-182; for subaltern studies: F. Cooper, "Conflict and Connection: Rethinking Colonial African History," American Historical Review 99:5 1994 , 1516 -1545 G. Prakash, "Subaltern Studies as Postcolonial Criticism," American Historical Review 99: 5 1994 , 1475 -1490 D. Chakrabarty, "Minority Histories, Subaltern Pasts," Postcolonial Studies 1:1 1998 , 15-29; G. Spivack, "Can the Subaltern Speak?," Die Philosophin 14:27 2009 , 42-58; R. Morris ed. , Can the Subaltern Speak? Reflections on the History of an Idea New York, 2010 . For an application to African slave voices: E. Trout-Powell, "Will that Subaltern Ever Speak? Finding African Slaves in the Historiography of the Middle East," in I. Gershoni, A. Singer and H. Erdem eds. , Narrating History: Histories and Historiographies of the Twentieth-Century Middle East Seattle, 2006 , 242-261. and audience that Ruth Finnegan raised in the earlier stages of African oral history were once again discussed, and renewed attention was paid to the production and circulation of historical knowledge in daily life. 10 Although none of these historiographical perspectives deal with the legacies of slavery, they serve as useful background to this chapter. The distinction between oral traditions and personal reminiscences, for instance, shaped research on African slavery for a long time and, for reasons that I shall explain, restrained the valorization of the experiences of freed slaves and people of slave ancestry at a time when some of the witnesses of the late nineteenth century were alive.
The discussion in the next sections stems from two broader concerns. The first is that scholarly conceptions of oral sources and the best way to approach it have been evolving as have the ways in which Africans and their communities have looked at their past. In other words, there is a history of oral historiography that accounts for the methodologies developed and for the contextual factors shaping individual research experiences. 11 Accordingly, I start by tracing the genealogy of the most discussed problem in the use of oral sources for the study of African slavery: the difficulty of accessing the voices and perspectives of slaves and their descendants. The challenges faced by the first generations of researchers in the 1960s and 1970s include the fact that local conceptions of history did not provide ways to express the experiences of slaves, and other subordinated groups. Policy toward public memory discouraged the recollection of conflicting pasts. Individuals tried to hide their connections with slavery. Each of these challenges can return today, maybe in a different form, maybe exacerbated by theoretical agendas.
The second concern is a focus on the building up and circulation of knowledge of pastness. I use Pierre Nora's expression "environments of memory" to speak of the social networks and contexts of interaction in which people learn about the past together with the genres, conventions and values that shape the ways they talk about the past. 12 By drawing on my research on the legacies of slavery in Fuladu, one of the major polities of late nineteenth-century southern Senegambia, and on comparative studies of other parts of Africa, I shall address the following issues: the archives and compilations of oral sources, which often provide rich insights on slavery and the slave trade if thoroughly combed, the importance of assessing how historical knowledge circulates in daily life, the public and less public contexts of historical knowledge production and transmission and the concepts of "place," "people" and "generation." I close by commenting upon contemporary African slave voices. 12 P. Nora, "Between Memory and History: Les lieux de mémoire," Representations 26 1989 , 7-24.
African slave voices, a genealogy
The past is not only the history of the conquerors, of ruling clans, of privileged castes; it is also that of the people, of women, of slaves, of common peasants. The past, finally, is not only a sequence of renowned events, of glorious actions, of path-breaking facts; it is also the vanished fabric of daily life, a sociology of yesterday and of the day before yesterday. This has consequences and one in particular: there is not one history, but histories: an official or officious history, of course, but also a marginal and underground history. 13 Since the beginning, the study of African slave systems and the slave trade made much use of oral sources, although it only occasionally addressed the peculiar nature of these materials and of the ethnographic knowledge necessary to their London, 1991 London, 1983 Meillassoux, Anthropology of Slavery, 12. 23 Thomson, "Four Paradigm," 26.
ideology of the societies in which they lived did not offer genres to express their experiences in their own terms. While praising the deeds of the powerful and the successful, oral traditions overlooked the contributions of commoners, women and slaves to the social and political order. 24 The ensuing debate showed that Klein's argument needed sharpening. To be sure, the historical silencing of slaves was the key to understanding the ideologies of African slave systems, and their post-abolition legacies in terms of social discrimination of slave descendants 27 Klein's statement that slaves had no memories of their past other than those produced by the masters could not, however, be easily generalized. Although many enslaved men and women, either for the reasons he cited or for the fact that they were captured very young, did not pass over their stories of enslavement to their descendants, the picture Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1973 , 242. 32 Tonkin, "Investigating," 210. See also, E. Ardener, The Voice of Prophecy and Other Essays London, 2007 , 73 and 133; S. Ardener, "Introduction," in S. Ardener ed. , Perceiving Women London, 1975 , xii;  Hamilton, "Ideology and Oral Tradition," D. D. Cordell, "Section Introduction Oral Traditions: Classic Questions, New Answers," in T. Falola and C. Jennings, Sources and Methods, 244. in the African point of view. Methodologically, however, they were ill-equipped to capture the historical vision of subordinate groups, one that was either completely suppressed or expressed through a hectic combination of fragments that belonged to public and dominant narratives. 33 As a result, they often leaned toward the representations of society built up by dominant groups, whichprecisely because of their dominance -were most easily accessible and entitled to speak for the elite and the rest: "Africanists -eager to take an 'African point of view' -have often allowed an élite's ideology to define society as whole." 34 Oral traditions, which this generation of historians liked so much, were one of the context in which the perspective of dominant groups was divulgated.
This means that the historical silencing of slaves was also a function of the kinds of oral sources that researchers privileged. 35 Significantly, where oral traditions were unavailable, and researchers could integrate written records only with the personal reminiscences of men and women who experienced the last days of slavery and colonial abolition, the picture was more nuanced. Through the recollections of former masters and slaves, Cooper was able to address slave resistance to the deterioration of their living and labor conditions caused by the development of the East African coastal plantation economy in the late nineteenth century. 36 Inspired by feminist scholarship, some of the studies that Journal des africanistes 70:1 2000 , 7-42; R. Botte, "Le spectre de l'esclavage," Les Temps modernes, 620-621 2002 , 145-164. 36 Cooper, From Slaves to Squatters.
followed unearthed the experiences of slave women and emancipated slaves in commercial settlements like Mombasa and Lamu. 37 Did Meillassoux access freed slaves and slave descendants in Gumbu through the assistance of their former masters? To which social group did his interpreters and research assistants belong? Were the conversations between Gumbu people and the anthropologist public or private?
This information is not available as that generation of scholars was not used to considering the circumstances of fieldwork as a valuable source of information. Recent research studies dealing with people of slave ancestry have instead questioned the very development of field inquiry. In Northern Camerun, Issa Saibou has found that formal interviews sounded intimidating and generated "immediate amnesia" in the people who endured the legacies of captivity. It was easier to gain their confidence through local organizations confronting social discrimination and through friendship networks. 38 The slave descendants of the Halpulareen communities of Mauritania, where Olivier Leservoisier carried out fieldwork, thought that his right place was among dominant groups with which they associated his white male identity. The elite, in turn, tried to control his movements. 39 In order to handle these difficulties, Leservoisier moved along two paths: the study of local chieftancies and of slave groups. While the first route allowed him to spend time with chiefly families that belonged to the former slaveholding elite, the second put him in contact with activists fighting for the recognition of slave descendants. His remarks on the need to look at people of slave ancestry in their own terms are precious for other scholars: their view of their place in society can be embedded in their daily lives, material culture, songs, dances and proverbs, and their personal and family biographies. 40
Not only spoken words: the archives and compilations of oral sources
In the past two decades, oral historians and anthropologists have unearthed the power disparities between interviewers and the interviewed. Yet, this focus on the relational politics of research loses sight of the fact that our "impact concerns more the format of the testimony than its deep structure" and that oral sources In spite of all this, a look through the catalog can quickly end an attempt at research on slavery. Few tapes are labeled slavery, and even these were missing when I last consulted the archive in 2011. But the fact that the catalog is silent on slavery does not mean that the recordings never mention it. By listening to the cassettes, I understood that the omission was more the by-product of the way the archive was built up than of people's reluctance to mention that aspect of the past of the Gambia River. and a woman who is married to Sheik Ibraahim of Farafenni. Her mother was Musa's daughter. All were descendants of Bijini. 51
These two examples show that, although they have not been recorded directly, the experiences of enslaved men and women can be nested in accounts that deal with different topics. Thus, the archives and compilations of oral history, like the NCAC in The Gambia, may contain rich information on slavery. Besides, they contribute to the building up and circulation of knowledge of pastness.
Historians of Africa have known, since David Henige's early remarks on the influence of literacy on Fante oral tradition, that oral sources "are the product of an ongoing conversation between the oral and the written." 52 This is a consequence of their dynamic and relational nature, and of the fact that in many parts of Africa oral sources were first recorded before the colonial conquest. In colonial times, the collection of these materials increased thanks to the interest of missionaries, colonial officials and educated Africans. Oral sources served to support chieftaincy claims, colonial policies and territorial divisions. This continued after decolonization because historians of Africa, African intellectuals and even governments agreed that the history of the new African nations needed to be constructed from African sources by breaking away from the stereotypic vision of the African past inherited from the colonizers. 
Beside officialdom: knowledge of pastness in daily life
As curators of the archive of oral sources, Sidibeh and Galloway drafted methodological guidelines to identify the major oral historians in the region and to judge the depth of their historical knowledge. Their suggestions merged the methodological tendency typical of early debates on African oral history to identify privileged informants with local ideas about the people that should be entitled to make public historical statements. These were the griots (the bards belonging to an endogamous professional group, one of whose prerogatives is that of keeping track of the past and narrating oral history), elderly men, who as family heads knew genealogies and stories of migrations and settlement, and religious scholars. Being able to read and write in Arabic, the latter had often London, 1992 , 20-44. of Fuladu oral traditions did not just offer a script for the less formal recollections of Bansang people; griots, elderly men and religious scholars continually tapped the stores of informal knowledge about the past in order to expand their own knowledge or to assess episodes of which they had heard multiple and conflicting versions.
It is common knowledge that oral traditions are learned by heart. 58 In many African contexts this is the case, though learning by heart does not mean that the performer of that narrative has not tried to enrich what was handed over 
Public, less public
Even when whispered beyond closed doors, 61 oral accounts are always public.
Researchers should map the different environments of memory in which these 
Example 2: better keep it, should the need arise
In colonial times. Fuladu historical narratives were a potential source of conflict.
Men and women who were fighting each other a few years before had now to establish communal life and to foster collaboration. In the process of healing the moral and social wounds of was,, events that caused resentment were pushed out of the limelight, as resentment against the military campaigns of Mussa Molo was already so strong that it did not need to be propelled. Background knowledge continued to circulate anyway, as there were living witnesses of the events narrated and so personal reminiscences that could easily supplement public accounts.
Bakoyo Suso had a background story on the ancestry of Mamadou Fatima Jawla, a late nineteenth-century military leader, often referred to as a "bastard" but actually the son of a slave woman. I heard him narrating about Mamadou Fatima time and again, and each time Bakoyo was able to give voice to the kinds of oppression and humiliation Mamadou Fatima endured because of his slave ancestry. But the disclosure of this detail clearly depended on the audience:
Bakoyo would never mention it during a ceremony of people associated with the Jawla family, while he often mentioned it when he was with his brothers and close friends at his place in the capital city, 69 that is the more informal context in which he shared his historical knowledge with me. In many years of research, I came across many similar stories, which exited in the margins (or background) of public oral accounts, and like an expansion of the story came out in the appropriate performing and listening context if further information was required by the audience. From colonial times, allegations of slave ancestry have been used to delegitimize unpopular local chiefs, and issues of origins have continued to be relevant at the time of marriages, whose negotiation is one of the skills of elderly men like Bakoyo. The fact that this shaded historical knowledge has an enduring political and social importance explains why it has not withered away in spite of public censorship. It could be actually argued that public censorship has been the very strategy of its preservation. Pa Baldeh insisted on the difference between real slavery and other relations of subordination that people tended to classify as very close to slavery. This is a recurrent discussion throughout Fuladu: should the term "slave" be applied only to captives and chattel slaves, or does it include given-away children, people who agreed to serve in order to gain the support of a powerful patron or those that have a slave as a remote ancestor? By stating "all men are slaves of God," Pa Baldeh gave voice to the equality discourse that Islamization spread throughout the Senegambia in the course of the nineteenth and twentieth century. Most possibly behind the image of the child given by his parents to a rich cattle-owner was his personal experience.
Example 3: talking through body language
Christine Hardung has observed how descendants of slaves among the Borgu Fulbe talked of slavery as a collective past not directly related to their ancestors. 71 In this way, they distanced themselves from that difficult past. In Fuladu, I have seen other strategies at work. For instance, the descendants of 70 Jakatu Baldeh and Pa Baldeh, Sare Madi Ghente, Fuladu West, January16, 1993, and January 17, 1993. The narrative contains information on the colonial history of Fuladu, on the establishment of Bansang regional hospital, on forced labor and on chiefs of the colonial period. masters rarely mentioned in public personal details of the former slaves of their families. Slave descendants, in turn, tended to expose the cultural, social and historical causes of enslavement: rather than describing it as a taken-for-granted human condition as master descendants often did, they targetted it as the consequence of power abuse, greed and hardship.
Place, people and generation
It is rare that a researcher does not change his or her methods while doing between slave and master descendants remains to be assessed in the context of continuous rural impoverishment. Research done so far in the Senegambia and other parts of West Africa has shown that the families of slave descendants had versions of their position in the community and of their origins, which, though different from those of the freeborn, nonetheless led them to cultivate the same ideas of rank and hierarchy. 73 In some cases, slave descendants' commentaries on the precolonial past challenged hegemonic representations, while in others the core of the recollection was pride in having established their own families and independent communities. 74
The notion of place is important for other two reasons. First, oral accounts are linked to past geographies, and the name of localities, whether they are still included on maps or disappeared from them, can work as hooks for the memory. 75 raided stateless societies and their own engagement with slavery. 78 Is the same information circulating today?
There is no single answer to this question. Some scholars have pointed to the enduring relevance of orality in African social life. Others have shown that over generations the accounts of the same events tend to become shallower.
Allen and Barbara Isaacman have studied the Chikunda of Mozambique, former slaves of Portuguese settlers who built for themselves an identity as frontiersmen and hunters after the abolition of slavery. The oral accounts of the 1960s and 1970s were richer in detail than more recent ones. 79 Since then, African environments of memory have changed significantly: late colonial and postcolonial migrations have set young people apart from their elders; the radio and other media have offered a wider audience to oral historians; and education has spread Western notions of history and historical causality. 80 Oral historians have been continuously fighting against time, striving to collect information before the death of their interlocutors, and describing the importance of their task precisely in terms of its urgency. Though this sounds romantic, disintegration, loss and oblivion are part of the picture along with the emergence of environments of memory in which a pivotal role is played by global and given by a skilled griot of the Upper Gambia, a young Soninke intellectual who had a tense relation with some conservative aspects of his own culture (like the fact that marriages between the elite and people of professional endogamous groups were despised) associated the griots' observations on slave ancestry with the episodes of discrimination against slave descendants that he had the opportunity to witness while working as teacher for a renowned Soninke urban association.
Contemporary voices of slave descendants
Something may be unsaid because its memory has been actually repressed -by trauma, contrast with the present, conflicts of individual and collective nature -or because the conditions for its expressions no longer (or do not yet exist). Sometimes the change in these conditions may break the silence and allow memories to be expressed, while at other times silence can last for so long and under such conditions that it may contribute to the effacing of memory, and induce oblivion. At the same time, however, silence can nourish a story and establish a communication to be patiently saved in periods of darkness, until it is able to come to light in a new and enriched form. 82 Each oral history project has its own dynamic: there are the political, social and economic factors that constrain the dialogue between the researcher and his or her interlocutors in some periods but not in others and there is the conjuncture, that special mixture of chance and serendipity, which makes each inquiry unique. The way in which present concerns remold representations of the past is one of the most discussed aspects of oral history among historians of Africa, and anthropologists, because opponents of oral history have used this argument to deny its historical relevance. The methodological legacy of Vansina, Henige and Miller helps deal with the effects of "telescoping" (the compression of more 82 L. Passerini, "Memories between Silences and Oblivion," in R. Hodgkin and S. Radstone eds. , Memory, History, Nations: Contested Pasts New Brunswick, New York, 2006 , 238. recent historical periods onto earlier ones, which is typical of many African oral traditions), with the manipulation of genealogies for political ends, with the use of cliché to structure both codified historical narratives and personal reminiscences and with the ever present risk of anachronism (reading the past from the standpoint of the present).
One interesting example is the version of the Malian epic of Sunjata, which stemmed from the collaboration between the Malian oral historian Wa Kamissoko and the anthropologist Youssouf Tata Cissé in the 1960s. This version attributes the abolition of slavery to Sunjata. 83 Not having found this mentioned in any other version, scholars of Malian oral traditions have concluded that it was a creation of Wa Kamissoko linked with the rapid changes that Malian social structures were undergoing at the time when he was telling the story. 84 Although historiographical debates of the 1990s have led scholars to develop strategies that turn silences, lies and fabrications into historical sources, 85 the problem of establishing how events probably did happen is still a challenge for the contemporary study of African slavery at a time in which the topic is increasingly popular both in Africa and around the world. 86 In the words of the Senegalese historian Ibrahima Thioub "when memory grows it becomes difficult to do history." 87 The past turns into a battleground crossed by the interests and aspirations of a variety of individuals and groups that compete for voice and recognition.
Revising his argument on the invention of tradition, Terence O. Ranger has maintained that representations of the past are never created out of whole cloth but follow themes, images and styles that accord with culturally and socially given sensibilities. 88 Only a careful analysis of the contexts in which knowledge of pastness surfaces and circulates provides clues to its historical significance. Even in the case of blatant fabrications, researchers can address the circumstances in which they emerged, the individuals and groups involved and the goals they pursued. This information may not help to advance knowledge of past African slave systems; but it speaks to the historical reasons why issues of enslavement and slave ancestry gain currency at some moments and not at others. Ralph Austen has discussed the interlacing of heritage policies and the construction of local memories of slavery on Gorée Island, and Donald Wright has argued that cultural initiatives linked to the valorization of the Gambian Inevitably, these discussions impact the ways in which African societies look at their slave-dealing and slaveholding past, and thus on the oral sources that researchers collect today. Slave voices are cropping up in a way that was not imaginable even twenty years ago. Biases are unavoidable as they were for earlier generations of scholars. For instance, too much emphasis on slave descendants might end up erasing from the overall picture the post-abolition condition of former hegemonic groups and transform their dominance into an 93 For example, the documentary films of E. Komlavi Hahonou and C. Strandsbjerg, unexplained research assumption; the very notion of slave descendant has to be questioned historically. Marginal groups have their own strategies of social reproduction, and people who live today among the slave descendants, and identify with their struggles, may not have even a remote connection with slavery in their family history.
Final thoughts
In the 1960s and 1970s scholars met people enslaved in the late nineteenth century, who lived through captivity and colonial emancipation. They could access the children of late nineteenth-century slaves and raise questions on the place of that relatively recent past in the history of new African nations. Today, after decades of discussion on the best methods to tackle the voices of marginal groups, the people who could tell the stories that circulated in the1960s and 1970s are dead. The interlocutors of oral history too are human -they live and they think -so they change, along with the perspectives that scholars develop to understand their experiences and lives. No positivist effort can mitigate this intrinsic partiality. Throughout this chapter, I have maintained that the only way to handle the struggle with the dynamic and relational nature of oral history is to cultivate a reflexive gaze that scrutinizes both the legacy of previous generations of scholars and the development of the inquiry.
As part of a turbulent and unsettled past, slavery is not a topic for apprentices. In focusing on background historical knowledge, I do not mean to encourage the mystification of researchers initiated into esoteric circles of cognoscenti hidden behind the masks of public life. In some contexts, "the appearance of having secrets accords more prestige than the telling of a good story," 96 and the "secret" of secrets is that there is not much beyond the screens of censorship apart, of course, from the screens themselves. Rather, the idea is to engage with oral sources as an intersubjective field of layered and overlapping interactions of which the researcher may or may not become part. Robert Baum's study of Diola religion in the lower Senegambia is exemplary in this respect. 97 Initially, his elderly interlocutors refused to acknowledge the past involvement of Diola communities with slavery and the slave trade apart in their role as victims. Gradually, Baum came to understand that there were multiple versions of the same past, some preserved to be displayed openly and others reserved for people deemed by local elders to be capable of handling the sensitive historical knowledge associated with the enslaving activities of some of the local lineages.
Researchers themselves can thus become "actors of memory": their willingness to listen provides marginal subjects and subordinate groups with the right to talk and be heard. 98 Michael Carrithers has used the expression "agency cum patience" to describe the engagement between anthropologists and the societies they study. 100
The same expression can be echoed like a recommendation for the use of oral sources in addressing the legacies of African slave systems and the slave trade:
there is need for agency to overcome silences but also great patience. Though it may take time, the effort to become robustly ethnographically embedded in local ways of handling historical knowledge is a clue to a successful oral history project. Naturally, once researchers have understood the cultural and social reasons that keep the past of slavery apart from public discussion, they may find it difficult to insist on the topic. After twenty years of research on Fuladu, I can identify with relative certainty the descendants of yesterday's slaves and not only in the villages where they overtly accept their ancestry; but if they are not ready to come spontaneously forward, why they should be put in a position in which they feel they must acknowledge that past? Oral historians like Amadou Bansang taught me that "it is good to know all, but you must be careful of what often go along with remembrances of violence, betrayal and broken confidence.
They evoke quarrels between relatives, family disputes and episodes of defeat and loss.
I have stressed the need to include into the analysis archives and compilations of oral sources, both for their content and for the methodology that brought about the establishment of the collections. With regard to my fieldwork, I have distinguished between, on the one hand, that knowledge of pastness that was widely shared and relatively easy to grasp and, on the other hand, that which was in the shadows and required time. The survival of knowledge in the shadows -of the type displayed by Amadou and Bakoyo -depends on social interaction, and disappears more easily than the public side of the story that has often been recorded or written down.
Time is a crucial variable in any research with oral sources in several ways. First, as I have repeated throughout the chapter, time means long-term association with people and contexts. Second, time refers to the time of a person's life in which, for a number of reasons, some recollections are more easily expressed. Amadou was a busy and highly respected elder, but like many old men he spent his last years off-stage. Bakoyo, and other elders I met, were slipping into the margins of public life. Lucid but aware of the approaching threshold of the hereafter, they enjoyed handing over their view of life to whoever had the patience to sit and spend the day chatting with them. Last but not least, time is a tyrant when historical knowledge lives in people's minds and hearts. More than a hundred years separate us from the last great battle that produced captives in Fuladu, in 1901. I doubt that the reminiscences of those enslaved men and women -which were never turned into public historical narratives -can be found today, although further inquiries into family histories might help identify their descendants, who are probably unaware of forebears' story. Other, equally interesting, aspects of the long history of slavery have come to light recently, like the ways in which the social category of slave descendants has reproduced itself and even that it grew after abolition by incorporating dispossessed and lonely immigrants. In the 1960s and 1970s, many interesting accounts of colonial Africa were lost because scholarly attention was focused on the precolonial period. While we discuss the possibility of retrieving slave voices of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, we risk losing sight of what is unfolding under our eyes.
